Writing Reference Letters


In today's competitive job market, job applicants are forced to use every available tool to be successful. A letter of recommendation must be taken seriously. It could mean the difference between being hired or being rejected. Print a copy of these tips for anyone you ask to serve as a reference. 

Hot Tips n Tricks

1. Prior to providing a reference, obtain consent from the person about whom the reference will be given. If you are unaware that the job applicant has named you as a reference, ask the prospective employer for verification that the individual has given consent for the reference. Such verification could include a copy of the student's signed application listing you as a reference, your name listed as a reference on the student's resume, or verbal confirmation by the student to you. 

2. The appearance of a letter is a reflection on both you and the candidate and it can also determine whether it will be read or not. Please type your recommendation.
3. Include your affiliation/relationship with the person. Were you a supervisor? President of the company? Adviser? Professor? It is important to indicate this because a professor may see the academic skills while a supervisor may be able to identify work habits. 

4. Give honest and factual information. When approached to write a recommendation, ask yourself if you honestly know the person's qualities. If you have not had much contact with the person you cannot give an accurate description. It would be better to decline to write a recommendation than to write a vague or irrelevant one. 

5. Get the person to give you a resume of themselves so far.  Have the person give you a list of accomplishments, organizations that he/she belongs to, or any other relevant information. It might surprise you to see how much that person has done outside of your contact with them. This can also help you get a more accurate picture of the individual. Also, it would be helpful if you asked them to share his or her career goals with you. This could strengthen your comments. Having the person give you a copy of his/her resume is an easy way to have this information at hand. 

6. Concentrate on several different aspects of the person. Specifically identify his/her skills, attitudes, personal attributes, and growth, as well as his/her contributions to and performance within your organization. Also, if you do make negative comments, back them up with facts. 

7. Don't reference characteristics that can be the basis of discrimination, such as race, color, nationality, gender, religion, age, appearance, any handicapping condition, marital or parental status, or political point of view. 

8. If "to whom it may concern" reference letters are requested, document that this is the type of reference requested and that the student or job applicant takes responsibility for disseminating the letters to the proper persons. 

9. Relate references to the specific position for which the person applied and to the work that the applicant will perform. 

10. Informal lunch discussions or "off the record" telephone conversations with prospective employers regarding a person's performance should be avoided. There is no such thing as "off the record." 

11. Information given should be factual, based upon personal knowledge/ observation of the person through direct contact with the person or obtained from the person's personnel record or student record. 

12. Avoid giving personal opinions or feelings. If you make subjective statements or give opinions because they are requested, clearly identify them as opinions and not as fact. If you give an opinion explain the incident or circumstances on which you base the opinion. 

13. Don't guess or speculate-if someone asks you questions regarding personal characteristics about which you have no knowledge, state that you have no knowledge. 

14. State in a reference letter, "This information is confidential, should be treated as such, and is provided at the request of (name of student or applicant), who has asked me to serve as a reference." Statements such as these give justification for the communication and leave no doubt that the information was not given to hurt a person's reputation. 

15. Document all information you release. 
16. Beware of the power of words! Some words seem harmless in every day conversation, but carry positive or negative connotations to a prospective employer. 
Avoid bland words such as: 
nice, good, fairly, reasonable, decent, satisfactory 
Use powerful words such as: 
articulate, effective, sophisticated, intelligent, observant, significant, expressive, creative, efficient, cooperative, imaginative, assertive, dependable, mature, innovative
17. The following list of attributes (compiled by the National Association of Colleges and Employers) is often listed by employers as tools on which to base eventual selection. So, these are excellent points to address: 

· ability to communicate 

· intelligence 

· self-confidence 

· willingness to accept responsibility 

· initiative 

· leadership 

· energy level 

· imagination 

· flexibility 

· interpersonal skills 

· self-knowledge 

· ability to handle conflict 

· goal achievement 

· competitiveness 

· appropriate vocational skills 

· direction. 

18. A recent national publication (1991 ASCUS Annual) listed the following eight intangibles as important when evaluating teaching candidates: 

0. empathy, 

1. native intelligence, 

2. a divergent, abstract thinking style, 

3. a high level of commitment, 

4. the ability to be a "self-starter," 

5. a high energy level, 

6. the recognition that excellence is a journey, not a destination, and 

7. the potential ability to lead. 
1. Other skills
0. communication skills (written and oral) 

1. willingness to take initiative 

2. level of motivation 

3. planning and organizational skills 

4. technical or professional knowledge or skills 

5. flexibility/adaptability 

6. interpersonal skills 

7. willingness to accept responsibility/leadership 

8. analytical/problem-solving ability 

9. group interaction and team-working skills
1. Please return the recommendation promptly, because a job may depend on the punctuality of the recommendation. 
A Few Tips on How to Write a Letter of Recommendation 

First Paragraph -- Start out by specifying in what capacity and for how long you have know the person whom you are recommending. If the person is an employee or coworker, indicate the term of employment, the responsibilities of the position, and any significant projects undertaken by the individual. You may wish to include a sentence about the nature of your company and its activities. Here, you can also give a one-sentence summary or overview of your opinion of the recommended individual. 

Second Paragraph -- In the next paragraph provide a more detailed evaluation of the person as an employee. Describe his or her performance on specific assignments and list any important accomplishments. What are the individual's strengths or shortcomings in the workplace? What was it like to interact with him or her? 

Third Paragraph -- To sum things up you can make a more broad characterization of the individual and his or her demeanor. Overall, was the person responsible, polite, warm, disagreeable, lazy, spiteful? Finally, indicate the degree to which you recommend the individual for the position she or he is seeking: without reservation, strongly, with some reservation, or not at all. 

Reference Providers (faculty, college administrative staff, and employers) 
Verbal References 
1. Do not disclose information regarding a student’s education record without the written consent of the student. 

2. Informal “lunch” discussions or “off the record” telephone conversations with prospective employers regarding a student’s performance should be avoided unless the student is aware of the discussions and has given approval for such conversation. 

3. Information given should be factual, based upon personal knowledge/observation of the student through direct contact with the student.

4. If any employer contacts faculty and advises the faculty that a student has given permission for the faculty member(s) to give a verbal reference, verification of this permission should be obtained from the student before giving any information to the employer. Such verification can include a copy of the student’s signed employment application listing the faculty as a reference, or a verbal confirmation by the student, followed by written confirmation. 

5. In addition, those giving verbal references should follow “Written Reference” guidelines 2 through 10 (excluding guideline 4). 

Legals Stuff Relating to References:

Writing a reference letter

by Rochelle Kaplan

Authors of these evaluations want to know if they will get into trouble if they write less-than-glowing reports or recommendations. Reference writers also want to know if they must disclose negative information about a person. 

The answers to these questions lie in another set of questions: Who will see this information? Is that person entitled to the information? What is the purpose of the information? Is the information accurate? Is the information misleading?

The Scenario
A student took a cooperative education assignment in a publishing company. After three months, the student was evaluated. Her supervisor identified certain areas for improvement, discussed the evaluation with the student, and placed it in her personnel file. Over the course of the assignment, which spanned several semesters, three more evaluations occurred and were placed in the student’s file. Her performance was uneven, and each of the evaluations indicated her weak areas. At the end of the assignment, the vice-president of the company asked to see the student’s written performance evaluations, so he could determine whether to offer the student a full-time position. Based on the evaluations, the student was not offered a full-time position. 

The supervisor also shared the evaluations with the school’s cooperative education coordinator and the student’s adviser. The adviser worked with the student on some of her weak areas. Later, when asked by the student to give a reference, the adviser prepared a letter outlining the student’s strengths and weaknesses based on the adviser’s own observations and on information contained in the employer’s performance evaluations. The letter became part of the student’s credential file, which is sent to potential employers. After a year, the student remained unemployed. 

Does the supervisor, employer, or student adviser have any liability for defamation? How would the law look at this scenario? How appropriate were the employer’s and the adviser’s actions? 

Defamation 
To be defamatory, a statement must be false and must harm the person’s reputation and lower his or her esteem within the community. “Harm to one’s reputation” must result in tangible harm, e.g., loss of money, business, or employment, to the person. A substantially true statement may be defamatory if it is incomplete and misleading. Statements of opinion are defamatory if they are based on unsubstantiated facts. 

The general rule is that no defamation is committed unless the erroneous statement is written or spoken to someone other than the person about whom the statement is made. Some courts have held that if the communication is among managerial personnel of the same organization and concerns business issues, such as performance problems of employees, it is not considered “a publication” to a third person. 

Qualified Privilege 

In the employment context, the law provides a “qualified privilege” for communications made in good faith on any subject in which the party making the communication has an interest. Some courts have held that qualified privilege applies to personnel evaluation information or intra-company communications regarding an employee’s fitness. Even though remarks may be untrue, if the conditions of qualified privilege are met, the communicator has a complete defense against the defamation claim. 

An employer may be protected by a qualified privilege when it discloses information necessary to serve its legitimate interest in an employee’s fitness to perform. For example, qualified privilege applies when a current employer discloses the reasons for an employee’s discharge to a prospective employer. It also applies when a supervisor is informed of his/her employee’s improper conduct. The privilege may be lost if the communication reaches people who do not have a legitimate interest in the subject. 

A statement also loses its privileged character if the communicator is motivated by ill will, if there is excessive communication of the statement, or ifthe statement is made without a reasonable belief that it is true. 

At issue is not only the factual accuracy of the statement. For a statement to be defamatory, it must be shown that substantial evidence exists that the supervisor knowingly lied or had no idea (reckless disregard for the truth) whether the statement was true. Reckless disregard for the truth includes a failure to verify circumstances where verification is practical.

How Qualified Privilege Applies 
How does qualified privilege apply to the co-op student’s situation? 

The first communication was made when the student’s performance evaluations were sent to the vice-president. This is an intra-company communication, and the vice president has a legitimate interest in the information. Unless the student can show that there was ill will on the part of the supervisor, this communication meets the requirements of qualified privilege. Had the supervisor sent these performance evaluations unsolicited to others in the company or to people who had no reason to obtain the information, qualified privilege would be lost.If the supervisor made inaccurate statements and verification was practical, then qualified privilege would be lost. 

The second communication, from the supervisor to the college adviser, was made outside of the company and the employment context. If the agreement between the school and the employer specifically stated that reports would be made to the school regarding the student’s progress, then the adviser has a contractual right to this information. If this is the school’s standard requirement, the student should be told that this communication will occur and be advised of its purpose. It is not clear under the law whether the adviser should receive the report if there is no agreement.

The third communication is a reference letter from the adviser to potential employers. Reference letters, like performance evaluations, are used as part of the selection process for hiring decisions. The law is not clear on whether an adviser’s reference to a prospective employer has the same qualified privilege as a prior employer’s communication to a prospective employer. The reference letter, however, is subject to the same conditions of qualified privilege. 

Reference letters should be communicated in good faith to other individuals with a need to know. In fact, the student controlled who would receive it by placing it in her credential file, and the adviser cannot provide employers with the information indiscriminately. 

The flaw in this scenario, however, is the use of the employer’s performance evaluations as part of the adviser’s letter. The adviser did not collect the information and did not make an attempt to verify its accuracy. The adviser risks losing qualified privilege. 

Intentional Misrepresentation Liability 
Reference providers who become concerned about defamation liability may fall into another trap. They may overcompensate and provide a glowing reference, when in fact the student may have done something wrong or been a problem performer. 

However, in most cases when a reference “accentuates the positive and eliminates the negative,” there is no liability. However, a recent court case may give reference providers pause to consider just how much “fluff” should be put in references when there is a foreseeable risk of physical injury by the prospective employee.

In Davis v. The Board of County Commissioners of Dona Ana County, an employer provided a reference for a former employee—a detention sergeant—describing him as a “pleasure to work with,” and an “excellent” employee even though the employer had been planning to place the employee on an unpaid disciplinary suspension as a result of an investigation into allegations of inappropriate sexual behavior with female inmates. He was subsequently hired by a psychiatric facility, where he was accused of sexually and physically assaulting a patient over a period of two weeks. The patient sued the former employer for negligent misrepresentation because of the misinformation supplied by the detention center about the employee.

The court found that a reference should give the complete picture, especially if there is good reason to believe that the prospective employee will cause physical harm to others. The alternative, the court said, is to refuse to provide a reference. 

Other Considerations 
Discrimination Laws: A reference should not disclose information regarding an individual’s protected status. Moreover, providing references for only certain individuals based upon race, age, sex, national origin, disability, or religion, will expose the reference provider to potential liability. Individuals who provide references that seem to be generally positive for members of certain groups and generally negative for members of other groups on a consistent basis could be liable for discrimination. 

Prospective employers requesting information should not ask for information that they could not request from the job applicant. However, the prospective employer may ask questions regarding dependability, absentee record, and use of drugs/alcohol on the job. If the position involves the safety and security of others, questions pertaining to violent behaviors can be asked. 

